
Open Space and Recreation Plan Update (OSRP)
8/16/21 Meeting Minutes
Virtual Meeting called to order: 5:02pm adjourned: 6:34pm
Committee Member Participants: Brian Goldberg, Heidi Ricci, Laura Thomas
Non-Committee Member Participants: Gaynor Bigelbach, Sherry Anders

Key Discussion Points
1. All meeting participants provided introductions noting why each is volunteering time as

committee members and participants in the meeting.  Key reasons include:
● New to town and keen to meet folks interested in conservation and recreation
● Belief in the value of volunteer service to help shape and guide an even strong

conservation landscape for current and future Shirley residents
● To demonstrate respect for those who have previously worked to conserve

Shirley’s lands by continuing to steward a pro-active conservation ethic

2. THREATS TO OPEN SPACE: All identified challenges and threats that the Town of
Shirley is facing when seeking to sustain its rural and small town character rich with
forests, wetlands, rivers and other open spaces. Key threats include, but are not limited
to the following themes (not listed in any prioritized order):

a. Land Development Pressures: increasing regional trends of converting natural
areas to housing and commercial uses

b. Limited Awareness and Knowledge Among Town Residents of Conserved
Areas, Accessibility and Conservation Challenges: Lack of effective
communication and knowledge about Town natural areas, where/how to access,
recreation opportunities, etc. can frustrate efforts to grow engagement of
residents in strengthening the Town’s conservation infrastructure

c. Making the Case for Open Space/Lack of Public Understanding about Value
Proposition: raising awareness that open space conservation can raise
property values, manage risks to town assets and stimulate economic
development opportunities.

d. Lack of Town Conservation Safeguards: Lack of Town of Shirley mechanisms
and financial resources that can swiftly and comprehensively protect the public
interest for land conservation with more conservation safeguards throughout the
land development process and land use transfer process (i.e. Ch61).

e. Underutilized Engagement in Regional Conservation Strategy: Need for
more regionalized efforts at resource conservation (i.e. Wild and Scenic River
Stewardship Council, collaborations with neighboring land protection partners,
Devens resource management planning, Squannacook River Rail Trail planning,
etc.



3. OPPORTUNITIES TO LEVERAGE IN A PLAN UPDATE: All agreed that an updated
Open Space + Recreation Plan can help to mitigate the threats listed above and
enhance the quality of life for Shirley residents in areas including, but not limited to the
following (not listed in any prioritized order):

a. Outdoor Recreation: Increase the information, visibility, trail access and
programs for non-motorized recreation in Shirley’s natural areas

b. Youth/School Programs: Create new opportunities for integrating Ayer-Shirley
Regional School District programs for students, staff and faculty in Shirley’s
natural areas (i.e. nature’s classroom/NRWA river exploration programs); as well
as building on rec and open space programs with Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, etc.

c. Celebrate Shirley’s Agricultural Heritage: While farming activities are
becoming increasingly rare in our region, Shirley has a rich agricultural past with
a number of current small-scale farming operations.  These can be embraced as
core to the town’s past, present and future.

d. Embrace our rural landscape: Our community identity is partially defined by
our rural community dominated by woods, rivers and wetlands.

e. Promote Trail Connectivity + Accessibility: The plan could help surface key
trail connectivity and access opportunities such as greenway linkages, signage,
maps, etc.

f. Raise Awareness and Understanding of Conservation Value: This process
can grow the understanding among town residents, leaders and staff of the
values that conservation actions contribute to the Town.

4. PURPOSE OF AN UPDATED PLAN PROCESS: All identified objectives for the purpose
for the Open Space Plan Update including (not listed in any prioritized order):

a. To re-affirm that open space conservation is a priority among Shirley residents
b. To engage and catalyze residents to help drive plan implementation
c. To grow awareness and recognition of the value of conserved Shirley open

spaces among Town residents, Board leaders and Town staff
d. To ensure that this plan is truly “owned” by the public and referenced as a core

set of values for informed-decision-making and conservation actions
e. To provide a planning document that becomes easily integrated into

decision-making by Town Boards
f. To catalyze existing and new partnerships that conserve Shirley open space and

enhance recreational amenities among local, regional and state-wide
conservation and recreation organizations

g. To satisfy the required updated materials for the State of MA



5. POTENTIAL FOCAL ROLES: Each person noted areas of interest for this planning
process, including:

a. Laura - happy to teach and engage young kids; seek creative ways to get kids
and parents involved; to raise awareness about naturalizing yards that can
demonstrate conservation approaches

b. Heidi - keen to help grow engagement in local conservation efforts, broadening
the base, and growing the network.  To help get more town boards and
leadership regularly communicating.  The Devens component--how will the towns
work together and where and when.  To surface the historic role that Shirley’s
natural landscape has played (i.e. inspiring Benton Mackaye to design the AT)

c. Brian - to catalyze engagement and actions among Shirley residents and the
town government that conserve open space, enhance recreational options and
build an even stronger future of conservation activities.

d. Gaynor - to focus on education and communication needs. Keen to engage new
folks in learning about the local ecosystems.  Keen to engage other outdoor folks.

e. Sherry - to engage the public;  to leverage support/alignment with the Greenway
committee

Decisions
1. All agreed to table selection of Chair until the next meeting.

Next Steps
1. Each person to read the plan: Shirley's Special Places, Open Spaces, and Recreation

Lands: A Plan for 2015-2021
2. Brian to communicate required needs for updating the plan per State guidance.
3. Brian to set next meeting date 9/20 5:30--7pm
4. Brian to circulate kick-off meeting summary

https://www.shirley-ma.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif5001/f/pages/completeosrpwithfullappxincladaformsno_maps.pdf
https://www.shirley-ma.gov/sites/g/files/vyhlif5001/f/pages/completeosrpwithfullappxincladaformsno_maps.pdf

